The scenic landscape characters along driving routes have been acknowledged by numerous studies to be important in planning for rural tourism. Landscape characters shape the setting and ambience of a place. This study focuses on mapping the landscape characters along a rural route as a way to identify potential characteristics to be conserved and enhanced for tourism. The case study area covers the Kuala Selangor to Sabak Bernam route, which is part of a federal route that runs along the west coast of Peninsular Malaysia. Using landscape character mapping, observation and landscape character assessment (LCA), mapping was conducted to identify and analyse the landscape characters along the route based on the physical, cultural and environmental attributes. It is found that each segment along the route has its own attributes and the physical images based on their activities and environment. This study found that the rural route has a unique and distinctive rural landscape identity that needs to be integrated with the planning of infrastructure and road system, in order for it to increase tourism activities. 
INTRODUCTION
Rural tourism is widely acknowledged by the tourism industry as activities that contribute to the income generation of rural areas. Planning for rural tourism also encourages the conservation of cultural and natural heritage, such as traditional villages, cultural landscapes and landscape features. The rural setting becomes the main attraction for tourists, where the selection of scenic driving routes is often selected based on the experience that the route can offer.
Through the rural tourism activities, visitors have the opportunity to experience the village cultures with the wide range of attractions and activities offered by the local people. Some of the most common rural tourism activities are those related with agriculture, nature and open spaces, and settings with lowlevel of development, traditional houses and the local lifestyles (Irshad, 2010) . The rural setting attracts tourists from the urban area because it offers them a view of the natural environment, opportunities to engage in local activities and experience culture, traditions, history and heritage of a place. Jaal and Abdullah (2012) suggested that the landscape characters are part of the key elements that shape the cultural identity and foster the quality of life of the rural community. Rural tourism characters could benefit the local people in terms of income generation by attracting the visitors to their village and promote their local products.
While the benefits of rural tourism have been broadly recognized by various researchers and agencies, rural attractions are often located far away from the city and time-consuming to be accessed. As a result, visitors tend to use the faster routes, such as the highways. Consequently, the passive flow of visitors into the rural areas results in less vibrant rural tourism activities. With a holistic landscape planning, the rural route can actually offer a more scenic journey while at the same time offer activities for visitors to make their road trip more fulfilling and enriched.
The aim of this study is to identify the landscape characteristics of the rural route along Kuala Selangor and Sabak Bernam, which has potential as a tourism route connecting the states of Selangor and Perak. The landscape characters are mapped in order to recognize the major characteristics that contribute to the setting and rural image of this route with reference to the landscape character assessment (LCA).
BACKGROUND STUDY

Indicators of the Vibrancy of Rural Area
The location of rural attractions that is far from the hustle and bustle of the city is one of the factors that make the rural area vibrant and appealing. According to Hasuike, Katagiri, Tsubaki and Tsuda (2013) , integrated road from one village to another village or direct routes from the urban areas could attract visitors to visit the rural areas. Other than that, rural areas that are located near to the tourist attractions encourage visitors to visit without the concern on traffic problems that tend to take place in urban areas.
The scenic beauty of the landscape that can be experienced along the rural routes have huge potentials to attract people to travel by choosing the rural routes instead of conventional highways. A study by Aranzabal, Schmitz and Pineda (2009) indicates that the socioeconomic framework to maintain the rural area should relate the aesthetic values of the area and the ecological function. The natural environment and the built environment of the area play important roles to attract tourists.
According to Mizukami et al. (2012) , the symbolic values of an area such as special spaces and monuments could act as the landmarks that allow the orientation of space and time. This means that villagers can also play their roles to increase the number of tourists by promoting their unique lifestyle and architectural identity that enhance the sense of place of the rural areas.
In order to attract more visitors to use the rural routes, the facilities and infrastructures need to be upgraded and integrated to more sufficient and functional. One of the mostly used facilities along a driving route is the rest areas (Rehat & Rawat -RnR), which commonly incorporate petrol station, toilets, prayer rooms, food stalls and parking spaces. Another facility needed by tourists is accommodation, such as hotels or homestays, which could be the rural houses. The tourists could be offered to stay with the local people to experience the rural life.
The natural setting, built environment and infrastructure also contribute to the rural tourism industry (Lo, Mohamad, Songan, & Yeo, 2012) . Natural setting includes forests, hills, beach, and others, as well as agricultural lands. The built environment is composed of traditional houses, landmarks, religious institutions and other structures. Therefore, the scenic beauty of the landscape setting, the facilities and the infrastructure at the rural areas influence the vibrancy of the rural areas along the routes (Table 1) . 
Rural Landscape Character Assessment Criteria
With reference to the existing landscape characters' assessment frameworks by National Landscape Department (2012), the landscape feature is first categorized in terms of its physiographic character and landform, waterbody and landcover. The identification of landscape characters is important in tourism planning because tourism and environment has a close relationship for conservation and ensuring minimal environmental implication (Prabhakaran, Nair, & Ramachandran, 2014) . The natural environment needs to be conserved as it benefits not only environmentally but economically and socially. Figure 1 shows the components of the rural landscape character assessment that was used as the guideline to collect the data for this study.
Vegetation is another important component that needs to be sustained for rural tourism. The planning of rural tourism considers the landuse, housing, transportation and environmental protection that include the farmers, agriculture and villages (Diao, 2011) . On the other hand, the built environment and settlement is also significant to the success of the rural tourism. The built environment of the rural area possesses heritage values, which strengthen the sense of place.
Besides, the human-environment interaction is one of the most important interactions in the cultural landscape that provide the structural and harmonious combination of people and place (Shamsuddin, Sulaiman, & Amat, 2012) . Scenery and sensory of all the landscape features contribute to visitors' experience. As mentioned by (Ghasemi and Hamzah, 2014) , the tourist activities such as river cruising, wildlife watching, sunrise and sunset observation could provide scenic and sensory experiences to the tourists. Hands-on activities such as farming and gardening offer new experiences to the tourists to invigorate their visits (Diao, 2011) . Zakariya, Ibrahim, & Abdul Wahab (2017) The rural landscape character of the landform, waterbody, landcover, visual sensitivity, visual unity and visual quality will be valued based on the observation. All of the mentioned landscape characters deliver significant values and actions need to be taken for them to be more recognised and preserved.
METHODOLOGY
The method that is adopted for this study include landscape characters' assessment through a site inventory, observation and landscape character mapping. The site inventory was conducted from Kuala Selangor to Sabak Bernam using Federal Route 5, with a total distance of approximately 64 kilometres. The mapping was done to identify and classify the observed landscape characteristics found along the route. The data collected document the significant landscape features found in the five segments of the route, which then were divided according to the towns where the route passes through. The five segments were: (i) Kuala Selangor, (ii) Tanjung Karang, (iii) Sekinchan, (iv) Sungai Besar, and (v) Sabak Bernam. Other than recording the landscape features using a camera and GPS, the researchers also stopped at any area that was promoted as tourist attractions based on a preliminary study and places that have potentials to attract tourists. The characteristics of the area were inventoried using a checklist that was developed based on the literature review of rural landscape 
RESULTS
The results of the mapping are explained in a manner that describe the landscape features, vegetation, and built environment and settlement according to the five segments along the route (Figure 2 ).
Landscape Features
The major landscape features of Kuala Selangor -Sabak Bernam route is made up of the physiographic characters and landform of the area, which is predominantly of flat land and a hill. Most of the land coverage in Kuala Selangor to Sabak Bernam is flat land, except for Bukit Malawati, a hill that marks the highest point in the area. Bukit Malawati's historical significance has also attracted tourists to visit Kuala Selangor, while at the same time offered tourists to experience the bird's eye view and vista of the whole Kuala Selangor areas and the coast of the Melaka Straits. The main water bodies along these routes are the Selangor River, mirror beach at Kampung Sasaran, Bagan Nakhoda Omar, Pantai Redang and others. This estuary becomes the main source of income to the local people. The majority of the community members in this area work as fisherman. Therefore, tourists could experience the fishing activities and see the lifestyle of the fishermen in this area that maintains the traditional style of fishing activities.
Vegetation
The study found that Kuala Selangor has abundant vegetation setting. The mangrove area is part of the Kuala Selangor that is rich with biodiversity and scenic nature park, which is already listed as a tourist attraction and has consistently received visits from tourists and visitors. Other than that, agricultural settings along the routes are the coconut and oil palm plantations. These plantations are commonly sighted in the lowland areas of Kuala Selangor, Tanjung Karang and Sabak Bernam area. Majority of the coconut trees are planted near the coastal area, suitable with the sandy soil. On the other hand, the oil palms are planted on the lands beside the routes due to the land suitability of the peat soil. However, the Sekinchan and Sungai Besar area change the views to the paddy and coconut plantations along the routes. Paddy plantations attract visitors since it is well-known at the northern area of Peninsular Malaysia. The paddy fields along this route can be considered to be the closest to an urban area. There are also many local stalls that promote the local products such as mentarang.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The landscape characters observed along the Kuala Selangor -Sabak Bernam route is found to influence the vegetation, agricultural activities, economic activities, the built environment and eventually the rural lifestyle. The most significant characters along the route are the low landform of the landscape features. This type of geographical setting is dominant in this area. Hence, the local authority and ministry should recognise and control the landuse at this area to be harmonized with the rural landscape. The less significant character along this route is the history and heritage. Along the routes there are only Bukit Melawati area that has been conserved as a heritage site. The other places are rich with local culture but currently not highlighted as core attractions. Hence, the relevant tourism agencies and local people should work together to promote the history and local heritage in the five areas along the route. For this case study, Bukit Malawati is the landmark of the area because it is the only hill surrounded by flat land and low-land areas. The route is bordered by the same type of agricultural plantations (oil palm and coconut) and intermittently contrasted by the open views towards the paddy fields in Sekinchan and Sungai Besar. Since this route is located on the west-coast of Selangor, it has a distinctive water body image made of the coast, mangrove and the river. The combinations found in these landscape characters are unique because they are influenced by the site's geographic and physiographic characters, which cannot be reproduced elsewhere. Although another place in Malaysia may have the similar landscape characters, nonetheless, the local culture would most likely be different. Hence, all of these characters will attract the visitors to visit the area while increasing the local people's income and promoting the local products.
This study recommends that in order for this area to become a scenic tourism route, activities that relate to its landscape characters can be introduced as a way of strengthening its sense of place. Attractions and stop-points near the road side need to be integrated into the infrastructure, while at the same time, maintaing the setting and ambience of the area. This article concludes by emphasizing that landscape characters are integral in the planning of tourism route.
